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CHOUTEAU COUNTY COMMUNITY 
WILDFIRE PROTECTION PLAN  
 
1. Executive Summary  
 

1.1. Problem Overview 
 
Chouteau County is located in North Central Montana, about 100 miles south of the Canadian border. 
Chouteau County is a relatively large county covering an area of 3,936 square miles. Under the current 
conditions, Chouteau County has a high degree of potential for extended fire seasons ranging from March 
through October or November. Chouteau County has fire departments located in Big Sandy, Loma, Fort 
Benton, Carter, Highwood, and Geraldine, and County Coop engines located in the Knees area and in the 
Elim areas. Chouteau County has the potential to interact with not only DNRC, but also the Bureau of 
Land Management, Lewistown Field Office, the Lewis and Clark NF, the Rocky Boy Indian Reservation-
Bureau of Indian Affairs, thus providing a high degree of interagency complexity. As with numerous 
counties in Montana, there is an increasing development of wildland-urban interface areas, especially in 
the southern portion of the county adjacent to Cascade County, with potential access problems and a 
general lack of understanding of the need for an asset protection zone to protect the improvements. As a 
general matter, Chouteau County Fire Department has to deal with multiple ignitions throughout the 
county from lightning storms.  
 

1.2. Process Overview 
 
The Chouteau County Community Wildfire Protection Plan -- hereafter known as ñCWPP,ò has been 
developed to assist Chouteau County, Chouteau Countyôs Fire Departments and the federal, state, tribal 
wildland agencies in the identification of private and public lands at risk of severe wildland fires and to 
explore strategies for the prevention and suppression of such fires. The CWPP is intended to outline the 
Chouteau Countyôs plans and activities targeted at reducing the risk of a catastrophic wildland and/or 
wildland-urban interface (WUI) fire event in Chouteau County. The intent of this planning document will 
ensure that the health, safety and welfare of Chouteau Countyôs citizens remain secure from the threats 
of structural and wildland fires in the county. 
 

1.3. Overall Goals  
 
The CWPP will improve planning and fire suppression tools for county and the county fire department 
alike, which will result in Chouteau County providing its citizens with tools to live more safely in a fire 
prone ecosystem. The CWPP fosters the preservation of the economy of Chouteau County by 
maintaining and improving the efficiency of fire protection in the County.  
 

1.4. Methodology 
 
Fire Logistics, Inc. uses Geographic Information System (GIS) based analysis approach to development 
of the fire hazard assessment for Chouteau County. This enables personnel from Fire Logistics to look at 
specific areas of high risk in the county such as wildland-urban interface or subdivision areas and focus 
on issues that should be included in the wildland fire mitigation plan as recommended projects. 
 
Personnel from Fire Logistics, Inc. spent 3 days in Chouteau County in October of 2005 gathering data 
and touring around the county gathering intelligence for the CWPP. Additional information was gathered 
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from the County during visits in March, May, and June of 2006. 
 
Fire Logistics staff developed a draft of our approach to the Chouteau County CWPP between October 
and March of 2007. In March, the rough draft was posted on the Chouteau County web site for review 
and comment by the citizens of Chouteau County. 
 
In April 2007, comments from the responding collaborators where incorporated into the final version of the 
Chouteau County CWPP. 
 

1.5. Mitigation Strategy ï The Action Plan 
 
Summary of the specific action is provided, which were developed in the mitigation plan of Chapter 7 to 
include mitigation goals such as evaluate upgrade and maintain emergency wildfire protection 
responsibilities, decrease fuels, etc. The assumptions for planning priorities of the community fire plan 
are: protect human health and life, protect critical community infrastructure, protect private property, and 
protect natural resources. The existing mitigation efforts are described, which include asset protection 
zones, neighborhood preparedness and fire protection response, and the coordination of prevention 
programs, protection projects and response plans. Several recommended projects and programs are 
included as part of the mitigation effort for Chouteau County. 
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2. Introduction 
 

2.1. Background and History 
 
The Chouteau County Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) has been developed to assist 
Chouteau County, Chouteau Countyôs Fire Departments and the federal and state wildland agencies in 
the identification of private and public lands at risk of severe wildland fires and to explore strategies for 
the prevention and suppression of such fires. The CWPP is intended to outline the Chouteau County 
Fireôs plans and activities targeted at reducing the risk of a catastrophic wildland or a wildland-urban 
interface (WUI) fire event in Chouteau County. The intent of this planning document will ensure that the 
health, safety and welfare of Chouteau County citizens remains secure from the threats of structural and 
wildland fires in the county.  
 
The CWPP will improve planning tools for county and the fire departments alike, which will result in better 
building and development codes and regulations, as they relate to the development of the WUI and urban 
development. The CWPP fosters the preservation of the economy of Chouteau County by maintaining 
and improving the fire protection capability of the County.  
 
The Chouteau County Conservation District retained the services of Fire Logistics, Inc. to: 
 

1. Development of a countywide Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) that meets NFP, 
HFRA and FEMA standards for each of the three counties: Cascade, Chouteau, and Meagher.  
The CWPP must be a stand alone plan.  The process must follow the guidance specified in 
Preparing a Community Wildfire Protection Plan - A Handbook for Wildland-Urban Interface 
Communities.  This document is a collaboration of a number of organizations, and can be found 
at the website for the Society of American Foresters 
http://www.safnet.org/policyandpress/cwpphandbook.pdf   This guidebook is incorporated by 
reference into this RFP.  All the elements listed in the ñSummary and Checklistò of this planning 
guide must be covered in the CWPP; the term ñforest areasò should be understood to include all 
vegetation types that may be subject to wildfire.  Mapped components must be provided in both 
hard copy and GIS layers. 

2. Development of a county Pre-Disaster Mitigation Plan (PDM) that meets FEMA standards for 
each of the three counties: Cascade, Chouteau, and Meagher.  Finished plans will conform to the 
Federal Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000, 44CFR Parts 201 and 206; Interim Final Rule. The 
CWPP will cover the wildland fire hazard for each county and as such should be incorporated into 
the PDM plan. Guidance for FEMA compliance should be taken from FEMAôs Multi-Hazard 
Mitigation Planning Guidance, available at FEMAôs website 
http://www.fema.gov/fima/resources.shtm  This guidance is incorporated by reference into 
this RFP. Mapped components must be provided in both hard copy and GIS layers. 
 

3. Prepare GIS layers including:  Evacuation Routes, Fuels, Floodplain, Wildland-Urban-Rural 
Interface Boundary, Past Fire Occurrence, Fire Prone Landscapes (interpretation of fuels, 
topography, fire history etc.), Critical Infrastructure, etc.  Fire occurrence data should include 
federal, state and county records.  Working with local dispatch and rural fire districts will be 
necessary to insure completeness of the county fire records.  See Attachment A for a list of 
currently existing GIS layers for each county.  Additional existing GIS layers are available through 
state, BLM and USFS sources. 
 

4. Coordinate meetings with local committees, fire district personnel, local governments, state and 
federal agencies and keep them informed of activities of the countywide fire and all-hazard 
planning processes. 

http://www.safnet.org/policyandpress/cwpphandbook.pdf
http://www.fema.gov/fima/resources.shtm
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5. Establish and maintain effective working relationships with federal, state, local governments, local 

fire districts and councils, corporate, and private landowners that will assist in the planning 
project. 
 

6. Prepare materials and make presentations, both orally and in writing, to individuals or groups 
about the fire and all-hazard mitigation plans. 
 

7. Prepare news releases, articles, and public service announcements for use by media to enhance 
public relations, inform the public of the fire mitigation plans. 
 

8. Conduct assessments of individual communities and develop a prioritized list (high, medium, low) 
of recommended mitigation projects including both private and public lands. 
 

9. Analyze and review the information collected and develop strategies to address fire and other 
hazards in each county. The hazards to be analyzed in detail (in addition to wildland fire) for each 
county are: 

 Cascade County:  flood-dam failure; severe weather, hazardous materials spill 

 Chouteau County: flood-dam failure; severe weather, hazardous materials spill 

 Meagher County: flood-dam failure; severe weather, earthquake. 
 

10. Provide separate budgets for the CWPPôs (all counties combined) and the additional increment 
for the PDM plans (all counties combined).  Quarterly reports detailing the planning, assessment, 
educational or outreach activities and accomplishments as well as dollars spent in the current 
period and to date for CWPPôs and PDM plans separately. 

11. Each county will appoint a local contact person to work with the contractor and facilitate setting up 
public meetings.  Locations for public meetings will be determined in consultation with the 
counties.  Public meetings are expected to be required in 3-4 locations for Cascade and 
Chouteau counties; one or two locations for Meagher may be adequate as long as joint meetings 
occur in some locations for Cascade and Meagher (e.g., Monarch, Neihart or Kingôs Hill). 

 

2.2. Mission  
 
The mission of the Chouteau County Community Wildfire Protection Plan is: 
 
ñTo preserve Chouteau County's natural, agricultural and manmade resources by mobilizing all citizens of 
Chouteau County to make their homes, neighborhoods and communities safe from fire.ò 
 

2.3. Current Relevant Fire Policies 
 
A brief discussion of the relevant fire policies is provided to educate the community. 
 

2.3.1 Federal Policies ñHomeland Security is Fire Safetyò 
 
We have briefly described the relevant policies at the national level, which affect fire planning on the local 
level.  
 

2.3.1.1 National Fire Plan 
 
ñThe National Fire Plan (NFP) is a long-term investment that will help protect communities and natural 
resources, and most importantly, the lives of fire fighters and the public. It is a long term commitment 
based on cooperation and communication among federal agencies, states, local governments, tribes and 
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interested publics.ò It mandates community participation in its implementation.
1
 The NFP also mandates 

that local governments develop and adopt local land use plans and ordinances that provide for the 
maintenance of defensible space and fuel management on municipal and private property.

2
 

 

2.3.1.2 Western Governorôs Association, 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy for 
Reducing Wildland Fire Risks3 and A Collaborative Approach for Reducing 
Wildland Fire Risks to Communities and the EnvironmentðImplementation Plan 
 
The goals of the 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy are to: 

ü Improve Prevention and Suppression 

ü Reduce Hazardous Fuels 

ü Restore Fire Adapted Ecosystems 

ü Promote Community Assistance. 
 
This is done through a ñFramework for Collaborationé Local LevelðSuccessful implementation will 
include stakeholder groups with broad representation including Federal, State, and local agencies, tribes 
and the public, collaborating with local line officers on decision making to 

4
establish priorities, cooperation 

on activities, and increase public awareness and participation to reduce the risks to communities and 
environments.ò

5
 

 

2.3.1.3 Healthy Forests Restoration Act  
 
The Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA) represents the legislative component of the Healthy Forests 
Initiative, introduced by President Bush in January 2003. Title I of the HFRA authorizes the Secretaries of 
Agriculture and Interior to expedite the development and implementation of hazardous fuel reduction 
projects on federal land managed by the US Forest Service or Bureau of Land Management when certain 
conditions are met. 
 
Priority areas for use of expedited authorities include the wildland-urban interface, municipal watersheds, 
areas impacted by wind throw or insect and disease epidemics, and critical wildlife habitat that would be 
negatively impacted by catastrophic wildfire. 
 
The HFRA emphasizes the need for federal agencies to work collaboratively with communities in 
developing hazardous fuel reduction projects and places priority on treatment areas identified by the 
communities themselves in a CWPP. 
 

2.3.1.4 Disaster Mitigation Act 2000 
 
Disaster Mitigation Act 2000 (DMA 2000) sets policies for ñdisaster mitigation plansòðplans designed to 
avoid disasters such as fires and floods. DMA 2000 requires 4 elements in these plans: 

1. A planning process. 
2. An assessment of risks. 
3. A mitigation strategy (action plan) and, 
4. A plan maintenance and updating process. 
 

                                                 
1
 See www.fireplan.gov.  

2
 See www.westgov.org/wga/initiatives/fire/implem_plan.pdf 

3
 www.westgov.org/wga/initiatives/fire/final_fire_rpt.pdf 

4
 The full text of the Act is available at http://thomas.loc.gov/. Type HR 1904 in the Bill Number box and then select the enrolled bill 

from the list of options. 
5
 www.westgov.org/wga/initiatives/fire/implem_plan.pdf 

http://www.fireplan.gov/
http://www.westgov.org/wga/initiatives/fire/implem_plan.pdf
http://www.westgov.org/wga/initiatives/fire/final_fire_rpt.pdf
http://thomas.loc.gov/
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Disaster Mitigation Plans must be approved by 11/04 to receive HMGP funds after that date.
6
 

 

2.3.1.5 Local Implementation of Federal Fire Policies 
 
Fire protection objectives on the state and private lands in Chouteau County are addressed indirectly in 
the Cooperative Fire Management Agreement between USDIôs Bureau of Land Management, National 
Park Service ï Intermountain Region, Bureau of Indian Affairs ï Portland and Billings Area, US Fish and 
Wildlife Service ï Rocky Mountain Region; USDAôs Forest Service ï Northern Region; and the State of 
Montana ï Department of Natural Resources and Conservation. This agreement requires that Annual 
Operating Plans be developed and approved by May 1 of each year specifying how the terms of the 
agreement will be carried out between the cooperating agencies and the state. Cooperation with local 
county governments is encouraged and additional agreements are executed with Chouteau County. 
These agreements are to validate the arrangements desired between the county and a federal agency or 
the state in respect to assistance with their fire management programs.  

 
As a minimum, those procedures for obtaining state and federal assistance for large wildland fire needs to 
be included in any agreements prepared at the local level. They should include an articulation of the 
suppression standards that need to be employed by federal or state agencies working on a fire on state 
and private land. The reverse is also true for county resources working on federal or state lands. In the 
former case the objective will most likely be to suppress the fire at the smallest size possible utilizing the 
full range of suppression resources available. In the latter case, however, certain land management 
objectives may preclude this approach, i.e., mechanical equipment in an Area of Critical Environmental 
Concern.  
 
There may be circumstances where a fire is human caused and assistance in an investigation is needed. 
The skill to be a fire investigator can either be developed within the county or it can be brought in from 
another agency on an as needed basis. Whichever route is chosen, there should be no delay in utilizing a 
fire investigator when the situation is warranted. 
 

2.3.2 State Policies 
 
The Montana Legislature adopted the following state fire policy during the 2007 legislature. The 
legislature finds and declares that: 
     (1) The safety of the public and of firefighters is paramount in all wildfire suppression activities; 
     (2) It is a priority to minimize property and resource loss resulting from wildfire and to minimize 

expense to Montana taxpayers, which is generally accomplished through an aggressive and rapid 
initial attack effort; 

     (3) Interagency cooperation and coordination among local, state, and federal agencies are intended 
and encouraged, including cooperation when restricting activity or closing areas to access 
becomes necessary; 

     (4) Fire prevention, hazard reduction, and loss mitigation are fundamental components of this policy; 
     (5) All property in Montana has wildfire protection from a recognized fire protection entity; 
     (6) All private property owners and federal and state public land management agencies have a 

responsibility to manage resources, mitigate fire hazards, and otherwise prevent fires on their 
property; 

     (7) Sound forest management activities to reduce fire risk, such as thinning, prescribed burning, and 
insect and disease treatments, improve the overall diversity and vigor of forested landscapes and 
improve the condition of related water, wildlife, recreation, and aesthetic resources; and 

     (8) Development of fire protection guidelines for the wildland-urban interface is critical to improving 
public safety and for reducing risk and loss. 

                                                 
6
 www.fema.gov/pdf/fima/howto1.pdf 

http://www.fema.gov/pdf/fima/howto1.pdf
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Currently there are no State policies that require a rural fire district or county fire organization to develop a 
community wildfire protection plan; however, it certainly is encouraged by the State Fire Policy. Indirectly, 
it is a requirement to access federal funds for fuel reduction. 
  
It is the policy of the State to complete pre-disaster mitigation plans in compliance with the Federal 
direction noted above. 
 

2.3.3 Local Policies 
 
Fort Benton-Chouteau County established a Fort Benton Planning Area Growth Policy in 2003 that 
includes the City of Fort Benton plus 4.5 miles beyond the corporate city limits. Chouteau County adopted 
the Chouteau County Growth Policy in 2004. In 1999, the Montana Legislature revised this community 
development and planning tool and renamed it the Growth Management Policy. The requirements of a 
Growth Management Policy are detailed in 76-1-601, Montana Code Annotated. The Fort Benton Area 
Growth Policy and the Chouteau County Growth Policy provide guidance as the community grows and 
develops. Special attention is given to specific land uses and the need for infrastructure to support those 
identified uses. Preparing a growth policy includes describing the historical base, establishing key 
indicators and monitoring the growth trends, and developing policies to accommodate the potential 
growth and changes in the community. 
 
In the Fort Benton Area Growth Policy, the Public Safety Goal is: 
 
ñEnsure that all fire service entities are providing adequate fire fighting and emergency response 
services, apparatus, equipment, personnel, training and facilities.ò 

 
Further the Growth Policy establishes four policy statements: 

 
1. Encourage the fire department to clearly define the level and types of services they provide 

and move toward development and adoption of a fire protection master plan for their service 
area. 

2. Facilitate the completion of the fire protection facilities portion of the Fort Benton Capital 
Improvement Program. 

3. Provide appreciation, support, and assistance to ensure there are adequate volunteer 
personnel providing essential emergency services to the area. 

4. Encourage the Fort Benton Volunteer Fire Department to consider multi-agency partnerships 
to provide specialized emergency services such as hazardous materials response, high and 
low angle rescue and confined space rescue. 

 
Chouteau Countyôs Growth Policy has a Public Safety Goal, which says: 
  
 ñProvide adequate and timely emergency services to all County residents.ò 
 
The Countyôs Growth Policy has several policy statements which provide some overall direction to this 
CWPP, the most significant are: 
 

1. Economy & Population ï Encourage business retention and expansion by blending new 
technology and innovative practices with traditional economic base industry. 

2. Economy & Population ï Preserve natural resources, including historic and scenic, for the 
enjoyment and benefit of all. 

3. Local Services ï Coordinate between rural fire departments and with agencies with fire fighting 
responsibility on public lands. 

4. New development should have adequate water supply for fire fighting and incorporate fire 
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protection measures in their design. 
5. Discourage development where services can not be provided in a timely manner. 
6. Design standards for roads should include provisions for adequate emergency vehicle access. 
7. Coordinate with fire fighting agencies to promote programs for homeowners that will assist with 

wildfire issues. 
 
Subdivision regulations are normally developed after completion and adoption of the Growth Policy. The 
existing Subdivision Regulations have not been up-dated since the adoption of Chouteau Countyôs 
Growth Policy. In Planning for Wildfires, three strategies are offered for dealing with development in the 
wildland-urban interface, they include: 

1. Conduct Wildfire Planning in a comprehensive planning context. This CWPP accomplishes this 
strategy. 

2. Conduct a program of regulation and enforcement that stresses continuous individual 
responsibility by homeowners and property owners including: 

a. Subdivision regulations. 
b. Zoning regulations, such as a wildland-urban interface overlay. 
c. Building and fire codes 

3. Conduct an effective ongoing program of education and outreach to affected residents and 
property owners.

7
 

 
The Countyôs Development Regulation has been recently up-dated, but needs revision to include 
requirements for asset protection zones in wildland-urban interface areas. 
 
A Pre-Disaster Mitigation Plan (PDM), developed by Fire Logistics, Inc., is another tool developed to 
provide Chouteau County with insight into the potential events, which might impact the County. Wildland 
fire was ranked in the top 5 natural hazards in Chouteau County. As a result, Chouteau Countyôs PDM 
has the following goals which apply to this CWPP: 
 

 Prevent personal injury, loss of life and damage to property and the environment from natural and 
technological hazards. 

 Document hazards, risk assessments, and vulnerabilities and rate those hazards based on 
probability and potential impact to the County.  

 Encourage public participation in preparedness and mitigation activities, by promoting public 
awareness and an understanding of natural and technological hazards; as well as the risk those 
hazards potentially present to quality of life and economic vitality.  

 Form partnerships with private and public sector agencies, businesses and organizations to 
further comprehensive planning and implementation of mitigation measures. 

 Establish a framework for reducing future losses from technological and natural disasters. 

 Prepare for, mitigate, avoid, reduce and minimize the disruption, damage and losses that occur 
from a disaster and facilitate post-disaster funding. 

 Sustain existing public safety programs by assessing current emergency services capabilities and 
identifying future needs.  

 Enhance public safety, by improving the capabilities of emergency services to respond to and 
recover from the effects of hazards on people, property and the environment. 

 Define a strategy with goals and objectives for long-term and comprehensive mitigation measures 
and activities. 

 

                                                 
7
 Planning for Wildfires; American Planning Association; 2005 
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2.4. Planning Area Boundaries 
 
The Chouteau County CWPP covers Chouteau 
County in its entirety. The county was further 
subdivided into sub-planning areas by the 5

th
 Code 

Watershed. The purpose of the 5
th
 Code Watershed 

is to provide a uniquely identified and uniformed 
method of subdividing large drainage areas. These 
smaller 5

th
 Code Watershed units are approximately 

40,000 acres to 250,000 acres and are useful for fire 
planning purposes as well as other programs by the 
Natural Resources and Conservation Service and 
other agencies.  

 
2.5. Community Legal Structure, 
Jurisdictional Boundaries 
 
There is a mixture of fire protection organizations providing fire services to Chouteau County. These 
include Fort Benton Fire Department (MCA 7-33-4101-4133), Fort Benton Rural Fire District (RFD), Big 
Sandy RFD, Geraldine RFD and Highwood RFD (MCA 7-33-2101-2129), Loma, Knees, Elim and Carter 
Volunteer Fire Companies (MCA 7-33-2311-2316), Chouteau County Fire Department (MCA 7-33-2201-
2211), MT Department of Natural Resources and Conservation ï County Cooperative Program, Rocky 
Boy Indian Reservation, Bureau of Indian Affairs, Lewis and Clark National Forest and Bureau of Land 
Management (See Figure 1 and Jurisdictional Areas Map in Map Section 10.5).  
 
There is a county-wide mutual aid agreement under which resources can be requested to provide 
assistance to another fire entity. 
 
The Bureau of Land Management is the responsible land management agency for BLM lands and assists 
the local agencies as needed. The Lewis and Clark NF is the land management agency responsible for 
the National Forest Lands in Chouteau County and assists the County as needed. The Rocky Boy Indian 
Reservation provides fire protection to the reservation and provides assistance to the County as 
requested. Chouteau County assists the Tribal Governments and federal agencies with fire protection 
assistance as requested. 
 
The Department of Natural Resources and Conservation ï County Cooperative Program provides fire 
support to counties when the countyôs capability has been exceeded and assistance is requested. 
 

2.6. Acknowledgements 
 
Fire Logistics, Inc. would like to thank the Chouteau County Fire Warden; Chouteau County DES, 
especially Linda Williams and Glenda Tonne; Big Sandy VFD ï Fire Chief Larry Ophus; Loma VFD ï Fire 
Chief Gar Wood; Fort Benton VFD ï Fire Chief Pat Hutlin; Carter VFD ï Fire Chief Darin Arganbright; 
Elim VFD ï Fire Chief Christina Taylor; Geraldine VFD ï Fire Chief Rob Ebeling; Highwood VFD ï Fire 
Chief Rich Hartman; The Knees VFD ï Fire Chief Dan Piccard; Bureau of Land Management, especially 
Shannon Downey and Gary Kirpach; Lewis and Clark National Forest, especially Lee Clark Forest FMO 
and Jim Homison, Stanford District FMO; Chouteau County Planning Board; Chouteau County 
Conservation District; the Chouteau County Local Emergency Planning Committee; the Chouteau County 
Fire Council and Chouteau County Board of County Commissioners for their contributions to this plan. 

Figure 1 
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3. Planning Process     
 
3.1. Stakeholders 
 
The following stakeholders are affected by wildland fire and have a stake in a successfully  implemented 
CWPP: 
 Fort Benton VFD 
 Big Sandy VFD 
 Loma VFD 
 The Knees VFD 
 Elim VFD 
 Carter VFD 
 Highwood VFD 
 Geraldine VFD 
 Chouteau County Fire Warden 
 MT Dept. of Natural Resources and Conservation 
 Bureau of Land Management 
 Lewis & Clark NF 
 Rocky Boy Indian Reservation 
 County Assistance Team (CAT) 
 City of Fort Benton 
 Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroad 
 Chouteau County Local Emergency Planning Committee 
 Chouteau County Road Department 
 Chouteau County DES 
 Board of County Commissioners ï Chouteau County 
 Residents of Chouteau County  
 

3.2. Current Process and Plan Development 
 
In the summer of 2005, the Chouteau County Conservation District awarded a contract to Fire Logistics, 
Inc. to complete a comprehensive risk assessment of Chouteau County and to develop a mitigation plan 
which provides recommendations for improvements to the countyôs fire protection system, mitigation 
measures for treating the fuels and providing protection to structures. The Chouteau County Community 
Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) is the result of that effort. 
 

3.2.1 Avenues of Community and Public Input ï Collaboration  
 
Public meetings of the Chouteau County Planning Board, Chouteau County LEPC and the Chouteau 
County Rural Fire Council were held on October 4,

 
2005, November 11, 2005, May 8, 2006, and June 5, 

2006 to discuss the CWPP. The following were discussed in these public meetings: 

 Mission of the CWPP 

 Goals of the CWPP 

 Project identification 

 Designation of wildland-urban interface areas 

 Review draft of the CWPP 
 
In addition, a draft of the CWPP was placed on Chouteau Countyôs web site and a press release was 
placed in the River Press to notify county residents of the ability to review the document and provide 
comments on the draft CWPP. 
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Comments were incorporated into the final version of the Chouteau County CWPP. 
 

3.3. Review of Existing Plans, Studies, Reports, Technical Documents 
 
The following documents have been reviewed for data, which may need to be referenced and 
incorporated in the Chouteau County CWPP: 
 

 Wildland Fire Hazard Assessment and Mitigation Plan for the Rocky Boy Indian Reservation; 
March 2004. 

 Chouteau County Cooperative Fire Management Agreement 

 Chouteau County Growth Policy Plan; 2004. 

 Fort Benton Planning Area Growth Policy; 2004. 

 Public Protection Classification Results ï Loma FD; 2004. 

 Public Protection Classification Results ï Fort Benton; 1993 

 Memorandum of Understanding between USFWS ï Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge and 
Chouteau County 

 Mutual Aid Agreement between Chouteau County, Pondera County, Teton County, Toole County, 
Liberty County, Glacier County, Judith Basin County and Fergus County. 

 Chouteau County Fire Council Mutual Aid Response Plan; 1993. 

 FY 2005 Annual Operating Plan between the USFS Lewis & Clark NF ï Judith Ranger District 
and Chouteau County Fire Districts; 2005. 

 Advancing Wildland Fire Training for Fire Departments ï Implementation Plan; 2006. 

 Subdivision Regulations of Chouteau County; 1997. 

 Chouteau County Development Regulations; 2005. 
 
 

3.4. Local Jurisdictional Involvement, Approval, Adoption 
 
Once the Chouteau County CWPP is reviewed and approved by the Board of County Commissioners, it 
should be adopted as the fire component of Chouteau Countyôs Pre-Disaster Mitigation Plan. 
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4. Community Description    
 
4.1. General Environmental Conditions 
 
Chouteau County is located in north central Montana. It covers just over 3,973 square miles and has a 
population of about 5,970 people. The county also crosses seven distinct watersheds. Most lands in the 
county are used for some type of agriculture and as a result, agriculture is the countyôs number one 
industry. The majority of the terrain is relatively flat when compared with the western part of the state and 
the elevations in the County range from 7,680 feet in the Highwood Mountains to less than 2,300 where 
the Missouri River exits the County. The county receives approximately 13 inches of rainfall a year in Big 
Sandy to a high of 29 inches a year in the Highwood Mountains and the adapted ecosystems contain 
vegetative types and quantities commensurate with soil productivity and available moisture. The Missouri 
River Break areas of the county are subject to intense lightning storms during the summer months. 
 

4.1.1. Topography, Slope, Aspect, Elevation 
 
The main drainages are Missouri River flowing west to east, Teton River flowing from the west to the east, 
and Marias River flowing northwest to the southeast. Streams of secondary importance are Highwood, 
Shonkin, Big Sandy and Arrow Creek. The northern portion of the county drains south into the Marias and 
Missouri Rivers, and the western portion of the county drains into the Teton River, while the southern half 
of the county drains to the north into the Missouri River. 
 
This area north of the Missouri River contains rolling topography with some scattered steep slopes and 
knobs located in the area of the Rocky Boy Indian Reservation. These are most common in the vicinity of 
the Centennial Mountain and Bailey Peak. The elevation change north of the Missouri River is about 2500 
feet and may contribute to winds associated with wildland fires at night in the County north of the Missouri 
River. South and west of the Missouri River the terrain is made up of rolling upland plateaus and 
benches, with moderate deep canyons. The eastern portion of the county is primarily badlands and 
breaks. Elevation changes are more pronounced and approach 5,000 feet toward the southern boundary 
of the county in the Highwood Mountains. Along the conifer covered ridges, the slopes fluctuate widely, 
with some steep pitches approaching 60% plus.  
 
Aspect is the direction toward which a slope faces. Because of the topographic nature of Chouteau 
County, the area north of the Missouri River has a higher representation of southern aspects, whereas 

south of the Missouri River the terrain is more 
conducive to all aspects being more or less 
equally represented. 
 
Figure 2 shows the topography of Chouteau 
County and it is evident that there is some 
correlation between slope, elevation and 
vegetative cover types. The pine forest is 
generally located on higher ground in distinct 
bands where soil and moisture conditions are 
conducive to its survival. The ponderosa pine type 
is usually denser on north and east aspects where 
the soils can retain moisture somewhat longer 
then they can on south and west aspects.  
 
The tillable lands that can be irrigated are used for 

Figure 2  
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hay; grain and root crops while the remaining lands are left in a natural state or are in the Conservation 
Reserve Program (CRP). These CRP lands are source of great concern to government officials in 
Chouteau County due to their extremely flammable nature and potential for large fire growth.  
 

4.1.2. Meteorology, Climate, Precipitation and Fire Weather 
 
Weather directly affects fire behavior, with wind and low humidity values being the major influencing 
factors due to their ability to rapidly dry fuels and allow fires to grow rapidly. Generally, steering winds at 
the surface and aloft over central Montana in the spring and summer prevail out of the south to west and 
are moderate to strong across open areas with lighter winds over hilly or mountain areas. Surface winds 
vary depending on the method used for developing the winds, elevation, aspect and openness of the local 
terrain. Southwest and west facing slopes are more exposed to the prevailing winds and have drier fuels, 
which relates to increased fire behavior activity. Fires generally spread from southwest to northeast. 
 
Wind speeds are of great concern for fire fighters and strongly influence all fire activity. Winds are 
generally caused by one of five methods. The first method is pressure gradient winds. These winds are 
caused by winds trying to equalize pressure between high and low pressure systems. An example of this 
is a cold frontal passage accompanied by gusty winds. These winds are typical of open grassy areas 
found across large portions of northern Chouteau County. A second method for generating winds is by 
diurnal heating and cooling of the land. These winds are typically found in mountain or hilly areas where 
daytime upslope and nighttime down slope winds occur. These winds are usually lighter than pressure 
gradient winds but can be over-ridden by strong pressure gradient winds. The third method of producing 
wind is by outflow from thunderstorm activity. These winds can be very erratic as well as very gusty and 
can challenge all wildland fire suppression efforts and lead to fire fighter safety concerns as well as the 
potential for large wildland fire growth. The fourth method is primarily a winter phenomena with strong to 
very strong lee slope winds. The fifth method is winds created by elevation cooling of the air mass 
between the Bears Paw Mountains and the Missouri River creates winds up to 40 miles hours through the 
night time hours.  
 
The normal summer weather pattern for central Montana can best be understood by looking at the larger 
weather pattern for the entire western United States. The Bermuda High located in the Caribbean and 
Gulf of Mexico makes its way across Texas and New Mexico by July and cuts off a supply of low-level 
moisture from the Gulf of Mexico to the plains of North America. This causeôs general thunderstorm 
activity to decrease across central Montana as the low level moisture diminishes. This allows the lower 
atmosphere to dry with a corresponding lowering of humidity values. This is timed with the development 
of a high-pressure system that sets up across Montana with subsidence within the high-pressure system 
that dries the atmosphere. This subsidence does two things; it brings very warm temperatures (95-110) to 
the area and it significantly lowers the relative humidity values. During this time overnight humidity 
recovery becomes poor allowing the drying of fuels of all size classes (1 hour, 10 hour, 100 hour, and 
1000 hour plus time lag fuels). The 1-100 hours time lag fuels will show evidence of drying within 3-5 
days. The 1000 hours fuels will take significantly longer to dry, usually in the 3-5 weeks range. 
 
The typical fire season in central Montana is from early spring into the fall or early winter or from March 
through November. Spring, before green-up, can be a time of large fire growth as dry residual winter 
cured fuels combined with gusty winds pose a threat of large fires. Moisture in the spring provides for fuel 
growth and is a time for prescribed fire activity. As the season turns to summer, the amount of moisture 
from thunderstorms taper off while grasses and shrubs begin to lose their live fuel moisture, down fuels 
begin to dry, and fire conditions normally peak by late August. As autumn approaches, conditions 
generally begin to cool and killing frost begins to affect fuels. Dry cold frontal passages become common 
and can promote conditions of extreme fire behavior especially when accompanied by very strong winds. 
Late fall conditions in late October and November mark the transition into winter, but again, dry cold 
frontal passages at this time of year and the lack of snow pack can lead to conditions of rapid fire growth 
and high intensity fire behavior during wind events. 



   
  

                                                 Chouteau County Community Wildfire Protection Plan             Page 16 

 

 
Climatic seasonal changes can influence fire behavior as well. Winter months of December through 
February are generally non-fire months, but snow pack accumulations can be a key factor in potential fire 
activity for any given fire season. In the last half of the 20

th
 century, spring seasons (April through June) 

were generally moist months with low fire frequencies. The ignitions that did occur resulted in mostly low 
intensity fires. Since 1988, the weather patterns have been changing to a warmer and dryer cycle 
resulting in extended fire seasons; spring months no longer can be counted on as a low fire period of the 
year. Long-term drought conditions have increased the fire complexity in central Montana and Chouteau 
County and it is not unusual for significant pre green-up fires to occur in the early spring.  

Moisture regimes in the spring and summer can be defined in terms of storm tracks, which typically move 
across the county from southwest to east. The storm track affecting the analysis area starts along the 
western or southern edges of Chouteau County and tracks northeastward across the county before 
moving out onto the eastern plains of Montana. Significant moisture associated with these storm tracks 
will be higher in April and May and will trend downward in June with mainly dry thunderstorms expected in 
July and August. Thunderstorm activity is possible in September and early October but at a much-
reduced rate compared to early spring.  

Winters have been mild for the past few years with a pronounced drought that affected large portions of 
the Northern Rockies. Winter and spring snow events have been fewer with less snow accumulating over 
the mountains with streams and rivers flowing at or near record low levels. In addition, subsurface 
moisture continued to be short helping to stress vegetation of all types. Bug kill has spread across large 
portions of the Northern Rockies and forested areas of Chouteau County over the past few drought years 
providing standing dead fuels for potential large fires. The winter of 2005-2006 continued this trend with 
warmer than normal conditions along with drier than normal moisture however several spring storm 
systems in March and April 2006 have provided much needed widespread moisture across large portions 
of Montana. While this moisture has helped the agriculture community and helped replenish surface and 
subsurface moisture with near normal streams and reservoirs, the long-term drought continues to pose 
potential large fire problems in the larger fuel types. 
 
The higher elevations in the Highwood Mountains of southern Chouteau County provide the orographic 
lifting that results in more moisture to this forested area with a corresponding increase in thunderstorm 
activity. Heavy lightning activity associated with these storms contributes to a significant number of fire 
starts along the stormôs path especially in late July and August. Dry lightning events increase during this 
period with these thunderstorms often producing strong down draft winds with little if any rain. These 
storms can be several miles wide at their bases with lightning expected anywhere within a 40-50 mile 
radius of the storms.  
 
A review of the fire history for Chouteau County for the years 1991-2005 showed the following: 

1. Average maximum temperature warmest in July and August. 
2. Average wind speed was strongest in winter, early spring and late fall. During the summer winds 

are light to moderate with the higher winds over open ground and from a westerly direction. Wind 
gusts during the summer were strongest from thunderstorm outflow winds. 

3. August is consistently the driest month with weather records showing poor nighttime relative 
humidity recovery. During the day light hours the relative humidity begins to drop substantially 
beginning at 0900 and remains low until 2100. These lows bottom at the lower teens around 
1700-1800. In reviewing the weather history, there are also days in August where relative 
humidity values remained low for multiple twenty-four hour periods. 

4. Moisture events did occur in August, but were limited in location, content and duration. The 
remnants of these events kept the maximum relative humidity high in that particular area for a 
period of seven days after initiation. 

5. Continued drought conditions have begun to modify but have stressed large fuels. 
6. Drought stressed conifer stands contributed to large fire spread, where high fire intensities did not 

allow for aggressive initial attack or fire suppression with ground forces due to safety concerns. 



   
  

                                                 Chouteau County Community Wildfire Protection Plan             Page 17 

 

7. Lightning occurrence usually begins in April with the heaviest occurrence in May and June. Dry 
Lightning is most prevalent July and August. 

 
Tabular conditions of temperature, humidity, precipitation and winds are listed below. Caution should be 
used with the November data as the sample period is limited. These conditions are more typical of 
mountain locations while warmer temperatures, lower humidity values and stronger winds can be 
expected over open areas.  
 

Chouteau 
County   Years 1991-2005             

Temp Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov 

Max 57.3 65.5 74.3 79 94 93.8 82.4 69.2 53.5 

Avg 48.6 58 68 76.1 86.3 86.5 75.5 59.7 45.2 

Min 31 51.6 59.1 70.4 71.4 76.7 68.6 22.3 29.4 

RH Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov 

Max 54.6 42.9 58.1 43.9 51.4 40 35.9 58.7 57.2 

Avg 37.6 33 33 35.2 27.6 23.8 27.4 35.6 44 

Min 27.1 25.5 15.7 28 13.2 15.9 19.7 24.7 31.3 

Pcpn Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov 

Max 1.84 3.1 4.68 4.45 4.46 2.99 1.19 1.87 0.97 

Avg 0.44 1.2 2.1 2.82 1.55 1.08 0.63 0.79 0.36 

Min 0.04 0.16 0.31 0.58 0.03 0 0.18 0.45 0 

Wind Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov 

Max 9.2 10.4 11.1 10 8.9 9.2 8.9 9.8 9.7 

Avg 8 8.6 9 8.4 7.6 7.8 8 7.8 7.3 

Min 6.6 7.2 7.5 7.1 6.7 7.1 6.8 6.3 5.7 

 
 

4.2. Population, Demographics  
 
Population and demographics information was derived from the 2000 Census. The population for 
Chouteau County was 5,970. The population of Fort Benton is 1,594. In the county the population was 
spread out with 28.80% under the age of 18, 6.50% from 18 to 24, 24.10% from 25 to 44, 23.10% from 45 
to 64, and 17.50% who were 65 years of age or older. While these demographics donôt indicate the 
population is aging, the demographics of Geraldine and Highwood indicate that the population over the 
age of 65 is a significant concern. Because of the aging population and the fact that the majority of the 
countyôs younger residents must move away to find work, there is a significant problem in recruiting and 
retaining volunteer fire fighters for the county fire departments. 
 

4.3. Infrastructure: Roads, Driveways, Utilities, Communication, and Water Supply  
 
Highway 87 traverses Chouteau County from the southwest to the northeast. Montana Route 80 is a 
primary highway that extends southeast from Fort Benton to Stanford. Secondary Highways include 
Montana 228 that runs south to Highwood and Montana 223 running to the northwest to Chester. 
Chouteau County maintains an extensive network of graveled roads that can be utilized to provide access 
for fire suppression activities.  
 
There are access problems along the river corridors, where there is no access or access is limited to ferry 
crossings or significant travel times are required due to poor direct access routes. Another significant 
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problem that fire suppression activities would face with access during the wildfire season is the gumbo 
road conditions following a rain or thunderstorm event and the subsequent heavy rains. 
 
Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroad tracks generally follow Highway 87 through the county to Fort 
Benton and have a significant amount of rail traffic which has the potential to start wildland fires. 
 
Large propane tanks are located throughout Chouteau County at ranch and home sites.  
 
Electric transmission lines and distribution power lines along with telephone lines and railroad signal lines 
are concentrated along Highway 87 and local distribution lines to some populated areas. Northwestern 
Energy, Sun River and Hill County Electric Cooperatives provide electrical power to the county. 
 
Qwest, Central Montana Communications, and Triangle Telephone Cooperative provide telephone 
service to Chouteau County. 
 
Cellular phone service is generally available; however, there are areas within the county that do not have 
cellular phone service. Cellular phone service is provided Verizon, Altel, and Chinook Wireless. 
 
There are municipal water systems serving the Towns of Fort Benton, Highwood, Geraldine, Loma and 
Big Sandy for fire protection purposes. In the County, there is no developed water supply and water 
tenders must transport fire protection water to the fire scene. Stock ponds and creeks are available at 
times for a water supply point, but during this extended drought, water is a premium to ranchers. 
 
Radio communication for Chouteau County Fire Departments is generally very good except for along the 
Missouri River Corridor.  
 

4.4. Emergency Services  
 
Emergency services within Chouteau County include fire protection, emergency medical services 
including ambulance transportation, law enforcement, and emergency preparedness. 
 

4.4.1. Fire Protection  
 
The Fort Benton Fire Department, Fort Benton Rural Fire District, Geraldine Rural Fire District, Highwood 
Rural Fire District, Big Sandy Rural Fire 
District, Carter Fire Department, Knees 
VFC and the Loma Fire Department 
provide community structural fire 
suppression and protection. 
 
Wildland fire protection is provided by all 
of the above fire entities plus the Elim 
VFC under the direction of the county fire 
warden with various fire suppression 
resources throughout the County under 
the Chouteau County Co-Op plan. The 
wildland fire apparatus is located 
strategically throughout the county (See 
Figure 3 and Fire Station Location Map in 
Map Section 10.5).  

Figure 3 
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Big Sandy Fire Department 

Location Apparatus 

Big Sandy Fire Station  

 Engine 111 ï Type 1 (1980) 

 Engine 112 ï Type 1 (1977) 

 Tanker 1T1 (1981) 

 Engine 161 ï Type 6 (1989) 

 Engine 162 ï Type 6 (1993) 

 Engine 163 ï Type 6 (1974) 

 Engine 164 ï Type 6 (1981) 

 Engine 165 ï Type 6 (1967) 

 Engine 1491 ï Type 6 (1983) 

 Engine 1590 ï Type 6 Heavy w/Foam (1990) 

 Ambulance  (1998) 

 Ambulance  (2003) 

 Rescue ï Super Vac (1977) 

 Suburban ï Command Vehicle 

Big Sandy Engine 1590 

Big Sandy Fire Station 

Big Sandy FD Ambulance 
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Carter Fire Department 

Location Apparatus 

Carter Fire Station  

 211 ï Type 1 Engine  

 231 ï Brush/Tanker 

 261 ï Type 6 Engine 

Elim VFC 

Location Apparatus 

Taylor 361 ï Type 6 Engine 

Tadejs 362 -- Type 6 Engine 

Carter FD Type 1 Engine 

Carter FD Water Tender 

Elim VFC Engine 361 

Elim VFC Engine 362 
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Knees VFC 

Location Apparatus 

Knees Fire Station  

 611 ï Type 2 Engine 

 662 ï Type 6 Engine 

 DSL Trailer Mounted Pump 

Knees VFD Engine 611 

Knees VFD Engine 662 




